THE REACTION FROM LAISSEZ-FAIRE
a basic standard of welfare. The other group was inspired
by purely economic considerations. Something must be said
on both these important categories.
A fresh epoch in the history of social legislation was
foreshadowed when the state was brought to recognize that
the concept of a national minimum already applied to hours
of work could not stop short of a minimum of subsistence.
The view that low wages are detrimental to the national
interest was enunciated by the medical officer of the Privy
Council, Sir John Simon, when he wrote in 1854: slt is the
public that, too late for the man's health or independence^
pays the arrears of wages.5 Towards the end of the nineteenth
century the country was aroused to the fact that in spite of
increasing prosperity a large portion of the population lived
in a condition bordering on destitution. It was estimated that
one-third of the working class in London lived in poverty,
the figure for a provincial city (York) was approximately
the same, while inquiries conducted in other towns dis-
closed poverty *on a scale really appalling.5 A committee of
the House of Lords (1890) summed up the situation of the
workers in the sweated industries in these words: "Earnings
barely sufficient to sustain existence; hours of labour such as
to make the lives of the workers periods of almost ceaseless
toil, hard and unlovely to the last degree; sanitary conditions
injurious to the health of the persons employed and danger-
ous to the public.' At length in 1909 the principle of a
minimum \vage was embodied in the Trade Boards Act for
the benefit of a few sweated industries though it was sub-
sequently extended. In 1912 a minimum wage was estab-
lished for miners. This was a noteworthy departure because
the Trade Boards Act concerned the weakest section of the
community, whereas the miners were highly organized.
The latter were responsible for another achievement, the
eight-hours day (igo8):1 hitherto legal regulation of hours
had affected only women and children, A minimum wage was
1 The hours of miners were reduced to 7 in 19:9, raised to 8 after the strike
of 1926* and reduced to 7j in 1930.
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